China is one of the ecologically most threatened regions on earth. it has been argued that the ecological disaster is mainly due to the incursion of Western modernity with its unleashing of instrumental reason. in order to find a way out, China would have to rediscover its ecological wisdom of the past. Without calling into question the specific responsibility of the West, this article argues that in fact there is no cultural dichotomy of this kind. it is true that China has known the idea of a sympathetic relationship between man and nature, which was developed above all in daoist philosophy. But it has also known the idea of the subjugation of nature by man as a necessary precondition of culture, which has typically been brought forward in the Confucian literature. and it has done severe damage to the natural environment already in antiquity. these facts suggest that the environmental crisis is not the product of a specific cultural tradition but of human culture in general and the long-term result of the eccentric positionality of the 'thetic' human being.
Because of her sheer size, China is undeniably a substantial part of today's environmental problems and of their possible solution. due to the spectacular and nearly unregulated industrial revolution of the last decades, it has within a short period of time become the probably most polluted place on earth, with severe consequences not only for its own population and biosphere, but also for the world at large. China has not only topped the list of greenhouse gas emitters, it has also become the world's largest importer of tropical timber, thus taking the lead in global rain forest destruction.1 in order not to hamper economic growth and because of the entanglement of business and government, especially on the local level, the Chinese political system has only late and half-heartedly addressed the environmental issues. like in the West, there has been no determined turn towards a more ecological policy, and because of the absence of a free public sphere where grass root initiatives and a free press could exert pressure, a corrective that has to some extent worked in other countries is missing.
however, it would be unfair to put the main blame for the world's ecological crisis on China. historically, the industrialised West has had a much greater share in degrading the biosphere of the earth, and calculated on a per capita basis rather than in absolute numbers, it is still by far the main culprit. What is more, the West is China's close collaborator in the destruction of the natural environment. Chinese goods cheaply produced by an industry that turns rivers and lakes into toxic dumpsites and poisons the atmosphere not only fill Western stores, China is apparently also used for green-washing tropical timber for the Western market, and its comparatively liberal and in practice often non-existent environmental standards invite Western investors to escape the 'overregulation' in their home countries. so what we have in fact is a shared guilt and a shared responsibility for the situation in China.
is has been suggested that the West might still in another sense be a main factor if not the source of the Chinese ecological disaster. tu Weiming, to whom i will refer in this article as a prominent advocate of Confucian environmentalism who represents a lot of similar voices and even the majority opinion in Chinese studies,2 has argued that the spread of the "enlightenment mentality", the setting free of instrumental reason and the unleashing of an instrumental attitude towards nature in the course of the dissemination of Western modernity has deeply shaped the mindset of the modern Chinese and uprooted the indigenous traditions of a ecological unity of man an nature. for this tradition, he quotes examples from songMing Confucianism, with Wang yangming (1472-1529) as one of his main sources. as Wang yangming says in tu's translation, the great man regards heaven and earth and the myriad things as one body. he regards the world as one family and the country as one person. [...] When we see a child about to fall into the well, we cannot help a feeling of alarm and commiseration. this shows that our humanity forms one body with the child. it may be objected that the child belongs to the same species. again, when we observe the pitiful cries and frightened appearances of birds and animals about to be slaughtered, we cannot help feeling an 'inability to bear'
